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Earlier this year, the late Friedrich Karl Waechter, a famous German graphic artist, caricaturist, author of children's books and playwright, presented a remarkable picture-book adaptation of Hamlet as his last but one publication. Even though Waechter's preferred form of printed publication is the picture book, not all of his books necessarily address children (only). His Prinz Hamlet is a case in point. Rather than simplifying his source text, Waechter focuses on the emotional dilemmas in the play, presenting them in a new light, and he successfully translates Shakespeare's language into the poetry of visual arts.

This book fuses formal elements of children's literature (the picture book) with German traditions of children's theatre and Shakespeare in a most wonderful way: Somewhat reminiscent of Tom Stoppard's Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, the central figures in Waechter's adaptation are actually Kasper and Bär ("the bear"). They represent "Hamlet's friends" – Rosencrantz and Guildenstern as much as the players and Horatio. At the same time Kasper and Bär have traditionally been highly popular protagonists in German-language puppet theatre for children. Perfect as they are for a picture book, bridging dramatic and narrative art forms as well as children's and adult literature, they also help to make a point of presenting Hamlet as emotionally not grown up.


Readers of Waechter are not necessarily readers of Shakespeare as well. Yet, Waechter uses the source play in a way that takes a certain knowledge of Shakespeare's Hamlet for granted. Waechter's Prinz Hamlet can thus be seen as another testimony of how firmly Shakespeare is integrated into many parts of German culture.

